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The problem of reality in 
 Mahayana Buddhism 
(Summary of a lecture note in Santiniketan)
NORIHIKO TANAKA
 Mahayana Buddhism gives us a positive philosiphy in concerned with reality. 
Various expressions are used. In Madhyamika they expressed this reality as §anyata. 
But this term connotes not unreality but also reality. Reality is  g-anya since it 
cannot be expressed by concepts  (dristigu.nyatvat). Though this gives an indeter-
minate ground to Buddhhist reality, even then we can see some attempts to express 
it from a positive view-point. Let us try to observe these. 
   There are many words used for reality or the absolute in  Mahayana philo-
sophy. Excluding negative indications, these are  Tathata (suchnness),  Dharmata 
(the essence of being, the true nature of dharma),  Dharmadhatu (the totality of 
things),  Yathabhuta (that which really is),  Bhata-tathata or  Bhtitata (the true real-
ity),  Bhata-koti (reality-limit),  Dharmakaya etc., each term is used from a particular 
standpoint. We can arrange these according to their root words into three groups. 
That is, (A) Dharma base, (B)  Bhuta base and (C) Indeterminate base. 
                         (A) Dharma base. 
   The Ultimate Reality or Absolute is indescribable in terms of empirical disco-
urse. However it is not a mere bundle of negatives. It is very positive in itself. 
The negatives are required to show its transcendent ature.  sunyata also is taught 
not for its own sake, but as a method which leads the mind to true reality. It 
opens the way to a direct approach to the ture nature of things  (dharmata) by 
restraining the conceptualizing tendency of  mind').  "§anyata is negative only for 
thought: but it is the non-relatinal knowledge of the absolute. It may even be taken 
as more universal and positive than  affirmation."2 While reality itself is unutterable, 
undivided and unconditioned, the reality reveals itself in  existence.3) Again the final 
and most fundamental experience of the reality which is beyond our intelligible 
thought demands to be revealed in the intelligible  world4). This is the character of 
reality. The way in which the inexpressible and unutterable is expressed, is shown 
by these terms. 
   Dharma has various meanings, but it is certain that the conception of dharma 
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文 学 論 集
lost.OnlywehavetwoChineseversionsandtwoEnglishttranslations,onebyDr.
T.Suzuki,and.theotherbyRev.TimothyRichard.Thesignificanceofbh砒a-tathata
canbeseenmostlyinthistext.
"ADictionaryofChineseBuddhistTerms"BuddhistCultureService
,Taiwanp.331.
Lank穽at穩aSntra144-4f(byBunyu-Nanjo1923),cf"StudiesintheLank穽at穩a
S皦ra"byDr,D.T.Suzuki.p.X29,Glossary.
Hridayaandcitta,See"TheAwakeningofFaith"byD.T.Suzuki.p.53,Note1.
D.T.Suzuki'stranslation.p.53"TheSoulinitself,involvingasitdoes,quinte-
ssenceoftheMaha?na,isSuchness.(bh且tatathata),butitbecomes(initsrelative
ortransitoryaspect,throughthelawofCausation)birthanddeath(sams穩a).
Irithiscasebh皦atathat稱stheaboutsynonymwithtathat秣ndbhutat?Th.
Stcherbastkyalsosuggestsinhiswork"Discourseondicriminationbetweenmiddle
andextremes(Madhy穗taVibhanga)"p.179,note"thereisnot .muchdifference
betweentathat秣ndbh皦a-tathat?..
Ibid.p.55.
D.T.Suzuki,Englishtranslationp.55-56.
Ibid.p.69,Note3.
Ibid.p.69,Note3.
D.T.Suzukialsosuggeststhisconnectioninhis"StudiesintheLank穽at穩aS皦ra".
p.341.
Lank穽at穩aS皦ra.(withorwithoutSva):p.2,Line7,98-2,228-4,231-10,etcalso
seeSuzuki's"StudiesintheLank穽at穩aS皦ra"Glosaryp.422.
"N稟arjuna'sPhilosophy".p.255.
AccordingtoCandrakirti:一"tath稈h穽ovik穩itvamsadaivasth窕it?(Thesuchness
ofReality(ortruebeing)consistsinitsinvariability,initsremainingforeverasit
is)Prasanapadap.116.
Tath稟atagarbhaisastateofsuchnessascontainingeverypossiblemerit"Awaken-
ingofFaith"ed.D.T.Suzuki,Glossary.
"Thath?means"thus".Tath稟atacanbedevidedintotath秣ndBata,orintotath?
and稟ata:Inthefirstcase,Batais"gone"or"departed"andinthesecondcase,if
itis稟ataitmeans"come"or"arrived".Thisproblemhasbeenmuchdiscussedby
scholarsbutsofarnothingconclusivehasbeenreached.This,however,doesnot
throwmuchlightontheconceptofTath稟ata.Wecanalsocomprehendithas"thus
become"andalsoasthe"onewhorealizedtruthandfoundpath":heisthe"Truth
finder"and"Path-finder"asB.M.Baruadiscusses(StudiesinBuddhismp.189)
ThisisstatedinMah穡rajn穡穩amit竏鶸龝tra(N稟arjunaPhilosophyp.269whenthe
Bodhisattvarealizesthisreality(tathat?heiscalledtheTath稟ata(563b)
Astas禀asrikaprajn穡穩amit?皦ra(Bib.Indica)p.94.
Alsosee"TheCentralPhilosophyofBuddhism,'.T.R.V.Murtip.224.
CatuhSatakaVrittibyChandrakirtip.32.atitatathat窕advatpratyutpannapy
anagata:sarvadharmastath稘ristastenoktahsatath稟atah.
Abhisamay稷amk穩稷okaG.O.S.Barodap.62.
BodhiCaryaAvataraPanjika(BibliothecaIndica)p.590,buddh穗穃sattva-dhatos
caYen稈hinnatvamarthatah:穰manascapares穃casamatatenatemata.
TheinterpretationofTath稟ataasthethusnessofthingsisgiveninAstas禀asrika
-p"rajn穡aramit禊utr稙d.RajendrataraMitrapp.306-309.
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